RECOLLECTIONS AND REFLECTIONS
present the electrons are captured by the oxygen molecules. The carriers of the negative electricity are then ponderous molecules instead of light electrons. Townsend also worked on the diffusion of ions. Indeed, after a few years' work the properties of the gaseous ions were known with greater precision than the properties of the ions in liquid electrolytes, which had been studied for a very much longer time. An immense amount of work leading to many important discoveries has been done since these experiments were made, but I think the workers in the Cavendish Laboratory may claim to have been the pioneers.
During the period 1896-1900, 104 papers were published by workers in the Cavendish Laboratory. I have not space even to give their titles: one, however, I must refer to. It was the one in which C. T. R. Wilson showed that an electrified body lost its charge in dust-free air, when he had arranged the experiment so that a defect in the insulation of the body would diminish the leak. This occurred when there were no Rontgen rays passing through the gas, and when it was shielded by thick metal from radiation from outside. It was the study of this " residual leak ", so called because every known source had been eliminated, that led to the discovery of the " cosmic rays ". It is one of the romances of science that the study of these very minute, and, what might seem trivial, effects should have led to results which threw much light on a subject of such great importance as the structure of the atom.
Discovery of the Electron
The research which led to the discovery of the electron began with an attempt to explain the discrepancy between 332